INTRODUCTION
The purpose of this paper is to analyze the motivations underlying the attempt by a Chinese religious movement named De Jiao ("teaching of virtue") to expand globally and to become, according to some of its leaders, "the great religion of the 21 st century". I shall also examine its achievements in pursuit of this goal from a practical and symbolic point of view, as well as its ability to reach this goal with regard to its sociological basis and cultural orientation.
According to the beliefs of its followers, De Jiao is ruled by a community of gods, called de de she (德 德社, "society of the great virtue"), which encompasses under the supreme authority of the Jade Emperor an unbounded range of "honourable masters" (師尊, shi zun) including Jesus Christ and the Prophet Muhammad, whose enactments are sent to followers through the channel of mediums performing fu ji spirit-writing (扶乩). In practice, however, 
A BRIEF HISTORICAL SKETCH
The roots of this religious movement date back to 1939, when a group of Teochiu small traders living in a village of the Chaoyang county, started communicating through fu ji spiritwriting with two Taoist masters of the Tang dynasty, namely Liu Chun-Fang (柳春芳) and Yang Jun-Song (楊筠松) 1 . At the time the group was looking for divine support to relieve the Chaozhou people from the chaotic situation imposed by the Sino-Japanese war. Because their fu ji activity provided accurate predictions and resulted in miracles 2 , they quickly became famous in Chaoyang, and attracted a large number of people looking for divination, cures from illnesses, and relief. Soon, a divine oracle instructed them to open a charitable association named Zi Xiang Ge (紫香阁), "pavilion of the fragrant purple purple fragrance
[qi]"). Among the earliest followers, a man named Ma Han-Ru (馬翰如), and whose adept name is Ma Gui-De (馬貴德), played a key role in furthering the development of the movement. Because of his educational background and curriculum vitae 3 , he gave a neoConfucian inflexion to the movement through the formulation of a basic doctrine and contributed to its institutional extent. In 1940 he was said to have received from gods the instruction to propagate the "virtue of the purple qi southward", with "purple qi" being a metaphor for the Taoist dazzling energy. He then created or helped to create several new "pavilions" (阁, ge) in the Chaozhou area, whose generic term was zi meaning "purple".
Through the "incense fire" ritual (香火, xiang huo), which involved taking powder from a mother temple to give life to a new one, he thus founded a chain of affiliated "purple pavilions" that worshipped the same cluster of deities. The next step in 1942 was the promulgation by Boddhisatvas and Immortals of the De jiao xin dian, or "Canon of De Jiao" (德教心典).
1 According to his hagiography, Liu Chun-Fang was a mandarin who became Palace councillor during the reign of Zhen Yuan (785-805). When he was 72 years old, Lü Dong-Bin invited him to retreat and practice meditation on the "Purple Yang" Mountain (Szechuan). After years of Taoist ascetic life he was said to have finally reached the condition of Immortal. Yang Jun-Song was a famous geomancer of the Tai He and Xi Zong reigns. In his old age he retreated to a remote part of the Jiangxi province to increase his magical powers through ascetism. He is considered to be the founder of the Luan Tou Pai School of geomancy which emphasizes topography.
This fu ji text of only 346 characters is located within the tradition of the shan shu (善书).
These morality books were written through fu ji, which prospered from the end of the Qing laziness. In order to rescue all living things from suffering and misfortune, the pious follower must adhere to these commandments. It is also the way in which they attain "enlightenment, wisdom, Buddha hood and immortality". Finally, Buddhas and Immortals praise, in the "epilogue" section (收經文, shou jing wen), the "immeasurable merits" of the Jade Emperor, who has established the teaching of the "purple virtue" (紫德, zi de) as a privileged way to gain access to paradise.
The Jade Emperor to whom the Canon of De Jiao makes reference is Guan Yu (關羽), the well known deified warrior of the Three Kingdoms' period. According to a millenarian theme issued through fu ji oracles in the 1920s 4 , the old Jade Emperor abdicated because he was enraged to see people being lustful and greedy, and felt powerless to cleanse humanity of its vices. Guan Yu is credited with appealing to the Jade Emperor to allow him to establish religious movements based on fu ji divination as a last attempt to save humanity from divine (1938-1945 & 1948-1957) , the father-in-law of General Thanom, who ruled the country from 1963 to 1973, and Sannya Thammasat, a king's councillor and president of the Buddhist association of Thailand.
Consequently, its main congregation, Zi Zhen Ge, which is located in Bangkok, has attained the status of a Buddhist association, was inaugurated by the king and its activities are placed under royal patronage. De Jiao also spread locally by incorporating the network of the Teochiu shan tang, or halls for good deeds, which were the only Chinese religious 7 The De Jiao flag was devised in 1953 by Ma Gui De during a fu ji session in Singapore. This flag is made of a white earth's globe with five red parallels and three meridians of the same colour. Within this globe, the word de (德), virtue, is written. The globe is located in the middle of a rectangle, surrounded by a yellow background crossed by three horizontal blue stripes. The yellow colour, according to the followers' exegesis, expresses purity, whereas red is symbol of vitality, and blue is the colour of the adepts' loyalty to their motherland: China. Concerning the five red parallels, they illustrate the wu jiao, the five doctrines, with the middle one having unity as an additional meaning. The three meridians represent basic Confucian relationships: 1) between the Emperor and his subjects, 2) between a father and his sons, and 3) between a husband and his wife. Finally, the three blue stripes symbolize the cosmological and fecund combination of heaven, earth and mankind.
associations that were welcomed when Thai nationalists ruled the country. More precisely, the project of writing a western fashioned holy book has been opposed by the majority of Malaysian followers who remained strongly attached to the Chinese religious roots and features of the movement. Whereas the China-centric orientation of the latter was characterized by a firmly rooted faith in the san jiao and an emphasis on the practice of fu ji spirit-writing, the claim of the bible's promoters to make of De Jiao a "great universal religion" was concomitant with their rejection of spirit-writing which they suspected was a divisive and superstitious element. 
NATURE AND ORGANIZATIONAL FEATURES OF DE JIAO
The attempt by Zan Hua to make De Jiao a "religion of the Book" raises the question of the specific nature and typical features of this movement. Is it an incipient religion, a zong jiao This emic point of view sheds light on the philosophical background of De Jiao but is not conclusive in its categorization as a religion in the western sense of the term. In fact, less than other Chinese religious movements, De Jiao gets closer to "religion" as a dogma promoted by a formally organized priesthood through the performance of a standard liturgy. On the contrary, it is firmly rooted in Chinese popular religiosity in so far as it involves openness to a variety of fonts and is fundamentally syncretic. In Thailand, for example, it developed in the 1970s as a catch-all strategy by incorporating more than ten charitable associations coming from various persuasions, the aim being to enlarge its local membership and to increase its number of mediums. Moreover, a look into the deities it worships reveals endless local variations on a common theme. As J. Watson and E. Rawski (1988: 4) have pointed out, De Jiao is the true product of a "ritualistic culture" where the identity of the deities to be venerated is secondary but the proper performance of rites (set out as "right rules" by Ma
Gui-De) is of paramount importance.
The label "church" doesn't suit either if we consider M. Weber 's view (1963: 173, 236 ) that the church is a sacerdotal and hierarchical institution, closely related to the state and whose membership is fixed by birth, irrespective of the devotees' merits and wishes. Actually, none of these features correspond to De Jiao. It has neither professional priests nor full-time missionaries; it is a non hierarchical movement without any central authority, its membership is elective, it flourishes independently of the state, and, like the Weberian sects, prefers spontaneity and innovation to stilted and solemn liturgies. The parallel between De Jiao and cults is also supported by the fact that, unlike sects, cults form without breaking off from another religious movement, and rather than advocating a return to pure dogma, they propose embracing something new (in this case, an original synthesis unifying major Western and oriental doctrines under the same emblem), or embracing something that has been lost (for instance, virtue as it was professed in the early stages of Chinese civilisation). However, De Jiao lacks charismatic leaders around whom cults usually form. Significantly, none of its founders were deified after their death. The focus on individual achievements and interests which is so characteristic of cults is also less emphasized within De Jiao; the loyalties and doctrinal changes are mainly negotiated at the level of local factions or congregations.
A parallel can be drawn in this respect with denominations in the sense that De Jiao tends to build good relations with the State (especially in the Southeast Asian context), and to maintain fairly friendly relations with analogous groups. Other common characteristics lie in the great tolerance to theological diversity and its lack of infatuation with proselytism.
Contrary to denominations, however, this movement is not the result of a schism within a religion or a church and has no professional clergy.
Finally, De Jiao should be better considered as a hybrid form between denomination and cult, with possible evolution of certain of its components, such as Zan Hua, towards sectarian features. In some respects, the organisational pattern of this movement does correspond to the a-centred systems that J. Petitot and P. Rosensthiel (1974: 48-51 ) define as networks "in nebula", where communication takes place between neighbours and where local operations are coordinated so that their achievements can be synchronized apart from any central authority. Petitot and Rosensthiel oppose these organizations to directory structures, which are holistic in ideology and regulated both by leaders and subordinates, the latter adjusting their behaviours step by step to the norms that their position in the arborescence requires. The fact that local segments of De Jiao sub-groups are historically ordered according to the xiang huo ritual, and that some pavilions exert great influence over others due to their prosperity and political connections, suggests that this religious movement could possibly present hybrid forms between a-centred and directory structures.
Finally, the resort to the concept of rhizome, as defined by G. Deleuze and F. Guattari (1980: 30-36), may also be useful to characterize De Jiao relational patterns and to discuss the main aspects of its dynamics. These two authors draw a distinction, which largely tallies that of Petitot and Rosensthiel, between two models of organization and spread, one defined with reference to the tree, and the other to the rhizome. Whereas the relational logic of the former is descent, that of the latter is alliance (in the case of De Jiao, headed and shaped since its early beginning by traders and businessmen, the similar notion of contract would be more appropriate). Any point or element of the rhizome can be connected to any other one. This property, which perfectly corresponds to De Jiao, endows it with an outstanding adaptability and durability. The concept of rhizome is also interesting since segmentation is one of its basic features, and it is compatible with the idea of hierarchy. According to Deleuze and Guattari (1980: 30) , there are nodes of arborescence within the rhizome and even sometimes despotic formations.
TOWARD A NEW EXPANSION?
We will now go to De Jiao's recent development, and notably to the worldwide expansion it began in the mid 1990s. day a large number of local people will receive the gods' revelation. According to a radio broadcasting metaphor in use among mediums, they conceptualise the pavilions of China somewhat like radio relays, located in potent places, likely to offer a good cover and audience.
Although not sufficient in themselves, these relays are believed to be necessary to connect a large number of potential users to the divine operators. The other condition is the regular 10 One of the first attempts to apply this Trojan horse strategy was at Jing Ci Si (净慈寺), the Buddhist monastery of Hangzhou, where Master Ji Gong spent his final years. Between 1999 and 2001, members of the De Jiao Research Committee visited the monastery and organized fu ji sessions in Hangzhou. The oracles that they received these occasions instructed them to establish a pavilion named Zi Hang Ge (紫杭阁) within the monastery complex. At the time, the lay committee in charge of Jing Ci Si planned to rebuild part of the premises for a total cost of ¥ RMB160 million. De Jiao offered to support the project and to donate ¥ RMB 22 million for the building of a hall containing a gigantic statue of Ji Gong. The temple committee and the local government accepted the donation, but refused to name this hall Zi Hang Ge. Finally, the De Jiao leaders gave up this claim. The hall is due for completion in 2008, which is the year celebrating the 800 th anniversary of the Ji Gong's ascension to heaven. In 2003, the Committee tried the same strategy in relation to a temple of the Quan Zhen Taoist sect in Beijing. A pavilion secretly known as Zi Xin Ge (紫鑫阁) was established without any display of its own identity, through the gift and the laying out of statues of Lü Dong-Bin and Ji Gong in a specific hall. Two years before this event, De Jiao had penetrated another Taoist temple in Northeastern China. An oracle had been proclaimed in Alor Setar (Malaysia) describing in great detail a place in the port of Qingdao (Shandong) where a shrine was to be placed named Zi Cang Ge (紫沧阁). The divine instructions, set out in a medieval map of Qingdao, led the De Jiao prospectors to a famous Taoist temple and to its president. It is said that the latter was waiting them under a tree in the temple courtyard. This man, who was identified in the oracle as the future leader of Zi Cang Ge, had received the previous night an oneiric message from Lü Dong-Bin ordering him to meet his messengers there. Just like in the precedent cases, the opening of the new pavilion was limited to the gift of a statue, and further activities of the pavilion consisted only of daily incense offerings by members of the host association's staff in return for payment by De Jiao of the incense cost. Their approach is in some senses mystical, because against the social and cultural uprootedness that is experienced by most migrants to Nanyang, they try to champion from the periphery the core values and symbols of an idealized Chinese civilisation of the golden age.
In some respect, the "research on the origin of De Jiao" that they undertook in the 1990s by visiting primitive places of Taoism, reflects more spirituality and is less politically concerned or family oriented, which are increasingly central to Overseas Chinese links with the motherland. Significantly, none of these leaders has maintained strong family ties in Chaozhou; none of them has intended to settle back there or to have their corpses buried in China.
A gap, however, separates the objectives pursued by the Research Committee, believed to be the "dragon head" of De Jiao, and the goals and aspirations of grassroots followers. For most of the latter, especially the petty traders, local civil servants and blue-collar workers, globalization are an abstract concept, of little concern in their daily lives. The spiritual link they establish with the Chinese civilization by communicating with its potent divine forefathers is turned toward more immediate and concrete goals, namely prosperity, longevity and health. As a consequence, if they do not discuss the merits of the project to spread De Jiao worldwide then it is because they do are not themselves involved in it.
Finally, the claim by a handful of tycoons to make De Jiao the "great unifying religion of the 21
st century" appears to be purely rhetorical. Even limited to the Teochiu Diaspora, within which most followers are recruited, the objective can hardly be achieved. Apart that this religious movement is too China-centric and too Teochiu oriented to reach a global audience.
Its emphasis on the practice of fu ji and the heated interactions with gods it allows are major impediments to the elaboration of a holy book for use as a common dogmatic basis for conversion on a large scale. Last but not least, its loosely-structured and a-centred organizational patterns oppose the important mobilization of followers that such a project would command. Actually, De Jiao is a very opportunistic and non-dogmatic religious movement whose deployment throughout Southeast Asia was made possible, at parity, by ramification or by the aggregation of disparate elements. If such features were particularly favourable to its adaptation to contrasting national contexts, and were in turn shaped by such conditions, it is too diasporic in character to reach the status of mainstream religion. 
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